Introduction
Most introductions to the methodology of social inquiry start somewhere in the middle of the research process. They do not, however, shed light on the first stage of a research project (e.g., Brady and Collier, 2004; George and Bennett, 2005; Pennings, Keman and Kleinnijenhuis, 1999) . Others touch upon the issue -but in some rather vague way (Geddes, 2003; Gerring, 2001; King, Keohane and Verba, 1994) . Most importantly, such companions do not say anything about how to find appropriate research questions. Experience tells us that determining the question one sets out to answer is by no means an easy task. In this chapter, we offer some guidance in this respect. The concept of relevance which we use builds on three pillars: methodological appropriateness, theoretical relevance and social relevance. Methodological appropriateness is the subject of the chapters which follow in this book. We will therefore only briefly discuss it here. Theoretical relevance refers to the analytical value a research question adds to the scientific discourse of the subdisciplinesuch as international relations, comparative political science, political sociology -it addresses. Socially relevant research furthers the understanding of social and political phenomena which affect people and make a difference with regard to an explicitly specified evaluative standard.
In this chapter, we will focus on social relevance for three reasons. First, except for superficial discussion, the topic is absent in the literature on research design while other aspects of relevance are treated in more detail. The second reason is that the scientific community provides multiple incentives for scholars to contribute theoretically relevant work, but there is little encouragement for socially relevant contributions. This, in our eyes, is all the more pressing since -our third reason for stressing social relevance -political scientists have repeatedly been urged to take social relevance more seriously (Gerring and Yesnowitz, 2006; Graf Kielmansegg, 2001; Hennis, 1963) . Since political science has, it is argued, a competitive advantage with respect to politics, it is obliged to contribute substantially to public discourse. We do not discuss the value of such appeals addressing the whole discipline. Ours is not an argument for a collective reorientation of political science. Neither do we urge individual scholars to focus exclusively on social relevance. From our point of view it is perfectly legitimate for a social scientist to answer questions and solve problems irrespective of whether anyone outside the field considers her research relevant. We acknowledge, however, that there is a search for increased social relevance and want to offer some advice for how to increase the social relevance of any given research project. While our main focus is on finding socially relevant research questions, our advice will prove helpful for all scholars interested in increasing the relevance of their research. We hold that any project's social relevance can be increased, irrespective of the stage to which it has already progressed.
So far, practical guidelines on how to contribute socially relevant research questions have been rare and usually restricted to rather general hints (e.g. King, Keohane and Verba, 1994, p. 15) . To be sure, we do not offer a coherent method for attaining social relevance. Such a method is inconceivable. We do offer, however, three questions which might help to orient researchers to those aspects of their subjects which are more likely than others to be considered socially relevant. We proceed in four steps. First, we define three standards with which social science research is customarily evaluated (though often implicitly). Second, we define what we mean by social relevance. Third, we present three questions for increasing the social relevance of a research project. We then turn to some practical examples of what we consider socially relevant political science.
